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PROVIDENCE ATHENAETM HABS
BRI,
L _PROV,
Adress: 251 Benefit Street, Providence, Providence 59—

County, Rhode Island

Pregent_ Qwner Providence Athenasum
and Qecupant: '

Fresent Use: Libraxy

Brief Shtatempent This building, which hag houged the Providence
of Significance:  Athensewn sinece iits cowpletion in 1838, was:
designed by William Strickland. Agnes Addison
Gilehrist, #illiam Stricklend, frchitect and
Engineer, 1788-185/ (Ph¢1ade¢oh ie: Universiby
of Pennsylvanisz Press, 1950) says, "The Anthenaeum
is an excellent example of Greek levival at its
best. Il is simple, well-provortioned, of excel-
lent construcition. Ubility was not sacrificed
for appearance. The clessic features were used
with restraint; the central oyis in the lengih
_ ' of the building, the gable roof, and the re-
‘. cegsed poriico with the two Dorie columns,®

PART 1.

HISTORICAL INFORMATTON

A, Physical History
1. Original and subseguent owners: Providence fthenaeun.

2. Date of erection: Flans dated Novemper 1836, Corner-
gbone laid April 4, 1837. Dedicabed July 11, 1838,

3. JArchitect, bullder, suppliers, etc.: ‘¥illiam Strickland.
hgnes Addison Gl1chr1&b, William Stricklend, frchitecd
and Engineer, 1788-1854 (Philedelphia: University of
Pennsylvaniz Press, 1950), lists the following: ‘“Nathaniel
Potber provided the granite for the front section from
his quarry at Cuincy, Messachusetis., The granite for
the other walls came from the quarry of fmase Sweet at
Johnston, Bhode Island. The stonemason was Samuel B.
Durfee of Providence., The carpenter was Ebenezer
Carpenter .

4. Criginal plans, congtruvetion, etc.: Drawings preserved
P at the Athenaeum include original plans by Strickland,
. ‘ snd plans for the later alterstions =2nd additions.
- o Striekland's drawings indicate that his plans were cerried
out with one major change; the plans call for a building
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8% x 98%, but the building as completed was 48! x 78"
to bring the cost within the allowed budget.

Motes on alterstions and additions: Irnbterior alterations:
1868--James C. Bueklin, architect, 189/, 1898, 1906; tie
bagie divisions of the ground floor are the sane, dbub

the original narrow sisivway to the main floor was re-
placed by ithe pregent lerger cenbral siairwsy: on the
irain floor, the pregsent 13“99 reading room was originally
divided into three rooms, snd the skylight is a later ad-
dition, A wing was asdded to the southeasi corner of

the building in 1914 from plans by Horman Marrison Tshaﬂ,
architect, dated 1912. The exterior preserves the orig-
inal appearance.

AN

O, oSources of information: fgnes fLddison Gilehrist, ¥illiam
Strickland, Arehitect and Engineer, 1788-1854 (Fhiladelphia;
Ihiversity of Penmsylvania Press, 1950), pp. 11-12, 36,
92-94, P1. 33. .

Cld Providence, £ Collection of Facts and Traditions
Relating to Various Buildings and Sites of Higtoric
Interegt_in Providence, (Providence, fhode Island:

The Merchants National Benk of Frovidence, 1918).

The Providence Athenaeum, o Brief Hisb ry. 1753-1939
{Providence: privately printed).

Hisborical Events Cormected with the Structwure: The present
Providence Athenaeum was chartered in 1836, the union of the
Providence Library Company which was started in 1753, and

an earlisr Providence Athenseun founded in 1831. The
Frovidence Library Company, the first public library in
Providence, had a collection of several hundred volumes
purchased in England thet was destroyed by fire in 1758,

The 2fthenseun owns the copy of James Gibbs Book of Architecture
that belonged to Joseph Brown, degigner of ‘the First Baptist
Meeting House in Providence, and later to Caleb Ormsbee,
Providence srchitect. '

Prepared by Osmund R. Overby, Architect
Mational Park Service
end Intoinetie F. Downing
for the Providence Preservation Soc¢ety
Mugust 1961.
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PART II. ARCHITECTURAL 1MFORMATION

4. General Statement

1.

2.

L]

1.

Irchitectural character: This bullding, designed by
Wililiam Strickland, is an excellent exemple of the

Greek Revival.

Condition of fobric: Excellent.

Technical Description of Exterior

Cverall dimensions: 48' (front) x 78" main block, one-
story high with belcony, =2nd elevated basement on the
gldes. ‘Two-gtory wing at southeast cornex.

Foundations and wall construction: Reguiar asghlar
granite,

Porehes: Shallow Greek Revival enirance porch on west
epd, distyle inantis with two Greek Doric columns of
granite.

Chimneys: Suall brick chimneys st the front snd the rear.

Cpenings:

8. Dooreg: Single entrance with two-leaf doors, each
a single panel door, Unrelieved door opening,

b, Windows: Large double humg windows-- {twelve light
over twelve light on the msin floor. Similar
windows eight over eight 1ight on basement.

Roof':

a, Shape, covering: Shallow piltched, gable roof with
a renge of gky lights in center, a later addition.
Covered with built-up roofing and gravel.

b. Cornice: Very plain molded horizontal and raking

corniceB-stone on the west fronmt and wood on the
sides and refr.

. Technical Description of Interior

1.

Floor plans: Main floor: Large open room with book

galleries on both sides, vestibule and two small rooms
at the front, and second floor room over the front en-
trance. Heading room and book stacks on ground floor.
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Stairways: Plain, open string stairs with simple iron
railings to gallery-level stacks. ZIater stairway to
basement-level reading room from the center of the main
Level: closed string, straight run stair with heavy
palustrade with molded handrsil, and turned baluslers
and newel.

Flooring: Bosrd flooring in random widths, about 4"
to 67,

Wall and ceiling finish: Walls throughout are 1lined
with wooden book shelves, Ceilings are plagter, First
floor cdl ling hes a large skylight in the center and
is divided into rectangulsr areas by stxips of wood.

Doorways and doors; Panel doors with itwo tall verti-
cal panels, recessed twice. Doorwsys with double
molded architraves,

Hardware: Apparently original; doors on butt hinges and
have round brass knobs.

Lighting: Xodern electric lighting,

Heating: Original hobt air system shown on the original
drawings by Strickland; now modern central heating system.

Site

1.

General getting and orientstion: Taces west at the south-
east corner of Bene{lt and College Sireets.

Enclosures: Simple irom fence on north side. Hlsborate
(Greek Revival caslh iron fence gt west (fromi) side. Foun-
tain, gift of Mrs. Arna Richmond, placed in front of the
building in 1873.

Walke: Brick main sidewalks, asphali secondary ones.
Granite steps lead from the street in two flights-~-three
steps and nine steps-—~to & {light of den steps alt the
entrance porch, -

Prepared by Qsmund B, Qverby, Lrchitect
Netional Park Service
Igust 1961,




